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“We understand ourselves as a fellowship of churches that 
sees itself in a spiritual, programmatic and institutional 
journey between a normative memory (the Word of God 
through the Scriptures witnessed by the Reformation 
heritage) and a post-confessionalist future somehow 
anticipated in the ecumenical movement.” 


“In this sense our self-understanding as a fellowship of 
churches and as a Christian World Communion, differs 
from that of Lutherans, Anglicans, Catholics and 
Orthodox, for instance.” 


Introduction 


The World Alliance of Reformed Churches (Warc) is at 
the same time a worldwide fellowship of churches and an 
international association of national organisations as 
many other similar organisations. Warc is at the same 
time a spiritual event and a social institution. 


At the end of March [2003], I was asked to facilitate 
discussions on the implications for our future priorities, 
programmes and structures of our being a social 
institution, more precisely an "international association of 
national organisations". I hope that the results of that 
discussion will help us revisit the formulation and 
operation of programmes and the review of the Geneva 
secretariat structures. 


I would like now to address the other side of the same 
coin and deal with the implications of our being a 
worldwide fellowship of Reformed churches. I will do it 


through some notes on the significance of the Warc 
constitutional purposes for the document "The Alliance 
beyond 2004" and its implementation. I hope that the 
results of these reflections will help us formulate our 
future priorities and, as a result, our future programmes 
and structures. 


I. Warc purposes yesterday and today 


The third chapter of the present Warc constitution deals 
with the "purposes" of the Alliance. It was firstly adopted 
in 1954, then modified in 1970, when the Alliance merged 
with the International Congregational Council, and 
slightly amended in 1982 (for language inclusiveness 
reasons, I suppose, although the authors of the 
amendment do not seem to have read the text of the 
purpose number 9 until the end). 


The present list of purposes has nine items. Some of them 
include more than one single purpose. The following 
table brings the 1954 and the present version of the Warc 
constitutional purposes into a synoptic. To facilitate 
understanding and comparison, I have subdivided each 
of them when necessary. Figures in brackets indicate their 
list number in the constitution. 


1954 


1970-1982 


To deepen the fellowship which exists between 
the constituent churches, (1) 


To further all endeavours to proclaim the 
word of God faithfully, (1) 


And to help them to fulfil their own 
responsibilities in the service of Christ; (1) 


And to order the life and worship of the 
Church in obedience to God's word; (1) 


To unite the forces of the constituent churches 
in common service wherever needed and 


practicable; (2) 


To further the work of evangelism, mission 
and stewardship in all their aspects, (2) 


To commend the Reformed faith, and in 
agreement therewith (3) 


To promote common study of the Christian 
faith and its implications; (2) 


to further all endeavours to proclaim the Word 
of God faithfully, and rightly to order the 
worship of God; (3) 


To encourage the diversity and familial 
character of ministries in the church under the 
one head, Jesus Christ; (3) 


To give due heed to the work of evangelism, 
missions, and stewardship in all their aspects, 


(4) 


To widen and deep understanding and 
community among the member churches and 


churches eligible for membership (4) 


To promote common study of the faith and its 
implications, (4) 


And to help them to fulfil their own 
responsibilities in the service of Christ; (4) 


And to disseminate information concerning 


the Church throughout the world (4) 


To further intercourse between the member 
churches, through mutual visitation, through 
the dissemination of information, and by 
other practicable means; (5) 


To further intercourse between the constituent 
Churches, through visits of representatives to 
General Synods and Assemblies, and by other 


practicable means; (5) 


To unite the forces of the member churches 
in common service wherever needed and 


practicable; (6) 


To take action on behalf of member Churches 
which may be weak, oppressed or persecuted 


(6) 


To help member churches which may be 
weak, oppressed or persecuted, (7) 


and through all available channels to stimulate 
and provide aid to needy Churches among 
them; (6) 


and through all available channels to stimulate 
and provide aid to needy churches among 
them; (7) 


To commend the Presbyterian order, as a 
polity founded on and agreeable with the New 
Testament; as combining simplicity, efficiency, 
representation in procedure, and adaptability; 
and as providing both order and liberty; (7) 


To promote and defend religious and civil 
liberties wherever threatened throughout the 
world; (8) 


To study what unions or reunions of the 
constituent Churches of the Alliance, with each 
other or with other Churches, appear to be 
according to the will of God, to make 
recommendations growing out of such study, 
and provide aid to give such help as may be 
desirable; (8) 


To facilitate the contribution to the 
ecumenical movement of the experiences and 
insights which churches within the Alliance 
have been giving in their history, and to share 
with churches of other traditions within that 
movement, and particularly in the World 
Council of Churches, in the discovery of 
forms of church life and practice which will 
enable the people of God more fully to 
understand and express together God's will 
for his people. (9) 


To promote and defend religious and civil 
liberty wherever threatened throughout the 
world; (9) 


To promote these objects through its meetings 


in General Council, committees and 
commissions, officers and secretariat, 
publications, conferences, and other 


practicable means. (10) 


Il. The first three purposes of the Alliance: 
the Evangelical-Catholic heritage 


What do the Alliance's constitutional purposes tell us as 
we begin to reflect on the Warc priorities and, 
consequently, on its future programmes and instrumental 
structures? 


The Alliance, says the first purpose, will "further all 
endeavours to proclaim the word of God faithfully, and 
to order the life and worship of the Church in obedience 
to God's word". Warc is also committed, according to the 
second one, to further the work of evangelism, mission, 
stewardship and the study of Christian faith and its 
implications. It will, in the words of the third purpose, 
encourage "the diversity and familial character of 
ministries in the church". It is important to remark en 
passant that this third purpose, on the ministries, was 
adopted in 1970 in connection with the merger between 
the World Alliance and the International Congregational 
Council. 


It is remarkable that the first constitutional purpose of 
the Alliance has to do first of all with the Word of God 
and only secondly with the church. The Word comes first. 
Then its servant and witness, the community called 
church. Church order and worship are mentioned not by 
themselves but as submitted to the judgement of and the 
obedience to the Word of God. 


The Alliance intends to be a fellowship of churches which 
understand themselves as created and nourished by the 
Word and as commonly committed to mission and the 
study of the Christian faith. They are also churches 
committed to the "diversity and familial character" of the 
church ministries, that means to the non-clerical 
affirmation both of the ministry of the whole people of 
God as well as of the diversity of gifts to be shared within 
the one Christian fellowship. 


It is remarkable, once again, that the first three 
constitutional purposes of the Alliance make no reference 
whatsoever to Calvinist denominations, to Presbyterian 
or Congregational polities or to the Reformed doctrines 
and confessions. They do not say that the Alliance exists 
because its member churches recognise in a single set of 
Reformed confessions or catechisms a pure exposition of 
the Word of God or because they see Presbyterian or 
Congregational polity as the will of God for God's church 
attested in the Scriptures. 


Rather, the first three constitutional purposes of the 
Alliance point in fact to a common heritage shared by, yet 
far from being exclusively confined to, Reformed 
denominations, doctrines, polities or confessions. They 
say that the Alliance exists so that its member churches - 
be they Presbyterians, Reformed, Congregational, United 
or Uniting - remain Christian churches in the setting of 
the Reformation heritage, more precisely in the setting of 
the Evangelical-Catholic heritage. 


The Barthian affirmation of the primate of the Word of 
God, the concern for the witness to the Gospel and its 
ever renewed understanding as well as the affirmation of 
the equal dignity of the ministry of the ordained and the 
lay as ministries of the whole people of God are some of 
the privileged expressions of this Evangelical-Catholic 
heritage to which Warc member churches commit 
themselves to promote as they state their general 
agreement with the consensus of the Reformed 
confessions and join the Alliance. 


HI.The Purposes that concern 
the life of the fellowship: 
relations, common service and solidarity 
in church and society 


The purposes 4 to 8 of chapter III of our constitution are 
the ones that concern what we aim at doing together as a 
family of Reformation-Reformed churches in the setting 
of the Reformation heritage. Once again, I must use the 
word "remarkable". It is remarkable that the first thing 


we intend to do together as a fellowship of churches is 
not related primarily or exclusively to us. We intend, say 
the purpose number 4 “to widen and deep understanding 
and community among the member churches and 
churches eligible for membership and to help them to 
fulfil their own responsibilities in the service of Christ". 
The first thing that the Warc family is supposed to do is 
to care for all members of the wider non-Warc Reformed 


family. 


Within the borders - the porous borders - of the Warc 
fellowship, we intend "to further intercourse between the 
member churches" especially through mutual visitation 
and information (purpose number 5), "to unite the forces 
of the member churches in common service" (number 6), 
"to help member churches which may be weak, 
oppressed or persecuted" (number 7) and "to promote 
and defend religious and civil liberties wherever 
threatened throughout the world" (number 8). 


The first three purposes just mentioned (5 to 7) are then 
the ones which concern exclusively the Warc family. First 
of all, they are all "inter-member-churches" purposes 
expressed in terms of intercourse, common service and 
solidarity. Secondly, they are all locally or regionally 
oriented. The fellowship becomes visible, concrete, as 
member churches grow in mutual exchange, join in 
cooperation and help each other. They are expected to be 
the main agents of a visible fellowship built in the 
grassroots, from the bottom to the top provided that we 
refrain from considering the "top" as hierarchically 
superior, more perfect and relevant. 


The global level - of a general council, for instance - is 
expected to be an epiphenomenon of this more 
fundamental grassroots fellowship. On the other hand, 
the existence of the fellowship itself is an affirmation of 
the importance for the Alliance to represent universality 
to its particular members and, in the words of a report on 
the Alliances role and purposes written more than thirty 
yeats ago, "to help them examine themselves in the light 
of Reformed catholicity". 


It requires some degree of wishful thinking to consider 
that a wide range of actions accomplished by the Geneva 
secretariat on behalf of the whole fellowship - such as 
attending a conference on behalf of Warc or promoting 
cooperation between the Lutheran Federation and the 
World Alliance through joint cabinet meetings - are 
owned and experienced by member churches as their 
own initiative and their own action. We might be today 
"acting on behalf" far more than we are ready to admit, 
whereas we should be ultimately concerned with 
activating regional-local synergy and mutual learning. 
This is not at alla plea for purely "instrumental" priorities, 
a purely non-critical, instrumental fellowship of churches. 
This is a plea for prophetic priorities as much engaging - 
locally or regionally - as they can be. 


At this point it is appropriate to indicate that together 
with the encouragement of the "diversity and familial 
character of ministries", the purpose number 8, on the 
promotion and defence of religious and civil rights, is part 
of the gifts brought to the Alliance by the Congregational 
family which pioneered the modern struggle for religious 
and political liberties. As a matter of fact, both the 
affirmation of the diversity and familiarity of the 
ministries of the whole people of God and the promotion 
and defence of religious and civil rights are two 
expressions of the same concern for human responsible 
freedom that articulates Reformed church polities and 
modern formal democracy. 


IV.The Ecumenical purpose: 
The Alliance, the ecumenical movement and the World 
Council of Churches 


It is also remarkable that while the first three 
constitutional purposes of the Alliance concern the Word 
of God and the Reformation heritage, the last one 
(purpose number 9) has to do with bringing to the 
ecumenical movement in general and the World Council 
of Churches in particular the gifts of the Reformed 
churches and their constant search for church renewal. 


Let me quote it in full. The Alliance exists "to facilitate 
the contribution to the ecumenical movement of the 
experiences and insights which churches within the 
Alliance have been given in their history, and to share 
with churches of other traditions within that movement, 
and particularly in the World Council of Churches, in the 
discovery of forms of church life and practice which will 
enable the people of God more fully to understand and 
express together God's will for his people". 


Taken together as our first and our last purposes, they are 
like signposts or like a framework for what we are called 
to do as a fellowship of Churches. And as we see what we 
are specifically called to do (purposes 4 to 8) in the 
framework of our first and last purposes, namely the 
Reformation heritage and the ecumenical movement, we 
have a privileged access to our self-understanding. We 
understand ourselves as a fellowship of churches that sees 
itself in a spiritual, programmatic and institutional journey 
between a normative memory (the Word of God through 
the Scriptures witnessed by the Reformation heritage) 
and a post-confessionalist future somehow anticipated in 
the ecumenical movement. 


This insight is reinforced by a comparison between the 
language of the 1954 version of our purposes and the 
language of their 1970-1982 version. In the first case the 
Warc constitution included the following three purposes: 
"to commend the Reformed faith", "to commend the 
Presbyterian order" and to study "what unions and 
reunions (...) appear to be according to the will of 
God...". The first two were explicitly confessional while 
the third expressed a cautious positive approach to the 
ecumenical movement. The first two were dropped while 
the third one became clearly affirmative in 1970, when 
the Presbyterian Alliance and the International 
Congregational Council merged to create the World 
Alliance of Reformed Churches. 


In this sense our self-understanding as a fellowship of 
churches and as a Christian world communion, differs in 
different ways from that of Lutherans, Anglicans, 
Catholics and Orthodox, for instance. We refer first, on 
the one hand, to a past heritage that precedes us, that we 


share with the other members of the Reformation family, 
and, on the other hand, to an ecumenical future that we 
hope will transcend us and the Reformation family, that 
we anticipate with the other Christian world communions 
through local unity and multilateral conciliarity. That is 
why we say in the present, that "we are not our own", that 
our fellowship exists within and for the service of the 
church universal. 


V. On constitutional purposes 
and future priorities 


Part III of “The Alliance beyond 2004” seems to require 
first a Warc theological interpretation of the two sections 
of part I. What are the challenges and struggles 
experienced by member churches and seen in connection 
with mid-term worldwide emerging trends saying to the 
Warc fellowship today? It seems, secondly, to require that 
we revisit the present structures and programmes - 
described in part II and conceived in response to 
historical and ecclesial situations that might have 
considerably changed - in the light of the response to that 
question. 


The following step involves the interaction among 1) the 
findings of the critical analysis of the present structures 
and programmes in the light of the Warc theological 
interpretation of what member churches are experiencing 
today; 2) consideration to the controlling role played by 
the constitutional permanent aims of the Warc 
fellowship; 3) consideration to the concrete challenges 
emerging from the fact that the spiritual fellowship is also 
an international association of national organisations. 


I think that the constitutional purposes should bear on 
the way we describe the Alliance in the first section of 
part II as well as on the formulation of Warc's priorities 
for the coming years at the beginning of part III. This 
means that if not in structures, at least in priorities and 
programmes careful consideration should be given to the 


following key points: 1) the Evangelical-Catholic or 
Reformed-Catholic heritage (the proclamation of the 
Word of God, the renewal of Church ministries, worship, 
mission and theology); 2) inter-church cooperation, 
mutual learning and solidarity within and beyond the 
Warc borders; 3) human rights and 4) ecumenism. 


The first point has to do with nourishing and exploring 
the contemporary significance of our theological self- 
understanding as churches and fellowship of 
"Evangelical-Catholic" churches. The second underlines 
the importance of the bottom-to-top, local-regional 
approach in Reformed fellowship building without 
downplaying the fact that the Alliance is mandated by its 
member churches to represent their own universality, 
their own catholicity, to their own particular situation. 
Points 3 and 4 refer to two specific Warc commitments 
close connected with the "Evangelical-Catholic" heritage 
that should remain highly visible in future priorities and 
programmes. 


